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This part of the book introduces the reader to the subject of 

cross-cultural negotiations.  In introducing the issue, this part explains 

potential differences in the negotiation styles of counterparts from other cultures.

After discussing some of the most common negotiation styles found 

throughout the world, this part introduces ways in which U.S. negotiators 

can determine which styles are being employed by negotiating counterparts 

as well as equipping the negotiators with tools for dealing with those styles.

U.S. negotiators may find their training in interest-based, 

or collaborative, negotiation does not adequately prepare them for 

negotiating with others from different cultures. Those negotiating counterparts 

may be unfamiliar with concepts typically employed in interest-based bargaining.

Because this gap in negotiating styles exists, this part explains how a reflective 

negotiating style can be employed in almost any situation and how using this style

could potentially lead to interest-based negotiation in some situations.

P A R T  O N E  

Introduction:

Changing the Approach 
When Negotiating Across Cultures
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A b s t r a c t

Culture is a complex spectrum consisting of ideas, thoughts, and feelings on one 

end and behaviors, values, and beliefs on the other. Global negotiations bring culture

to the forefront because of the impact cultural relations have on negotiation. 

U.S. negotiators will be prepared for different negotiation approaches and 

how to respond to these differences to ensure success in a negotiation. 

This chapter provides tips on understanding and appreciating culture, 

emphasizes the importance of self reflection, and finally explores goal assessment 

in a negotiation and how culture, individualism, and global assessment 

combine to impact the negotiation.

Chapter 1 

Tuning the Harmony 
Between Negotiation and Culture

Sara A. Stahley
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I. Introduction

“Culture is to negotiation what birds flying into engines are to flying airplanes . . . practical impediments.”1

Culture is better characterized as a spectrum rather than a term with one set definition. The spectrum
is a mixture of ideas, thoughts, and feelings on one end and behaviors, values, and beliefs on the other.2

To think of culture is to think of an individual. No two groups have an identical culture and each per-
son within a group has an individual personal culture.3

As complex as culture is, studying and appreciating the concept will improve a negotiator’s effective-
ness as the negotiator develops a realistic cultural empathy.4 A negotiator is able to place himself in the
counterpart’s shoes because studying culture allows him to better understand the counterpart’s position.
Developing the skills to become aware of one’s own culture and the counterpart’s culture is a cognitive
and practical way to prepare for any negotiation.5 As Kevin Avruch of the Institute for Conflict Analysis
and Resolution at George Mason University explains, “negotiation is about communication,” communi-
cation has a human element, and to be human is to possess culture.6

The focus of this chapter and this book is not only to provide a U.S. negotiator with cultural empathy
but also to supply him with a toolbox of techniques on how to successfully approach cross-cultural nego-
tiations. This broad focus encompasses information regarding likely negotiation approaches a U.S. nego-
tiator will encounter when negotiating across cultures and further, ideas on how to respond to those dif-
ferences while continuing to pursue the goal of the negotiation.

This chapter serves as an introduction to culture by stressing the importance of cultural appreciation
and then by emphasizing the dangers of cultural stereotyping. The chapter also highlights the value of
self-reflection and being aware of one’s own culture because one key to understanding culture is to con-
centrate on individuals. Finally, the chapter explores goal assessment in a negotiation and how culture,
individualism, and goal assessment combine to impact a negotiation.

II. Appreciation of Culture

An American travels to China thoroughly prepared for a negotiation. He knows both
businesses and the potential partnership inside and out. He wishes to establish a rapport
and learns his counterpart has a daughter who is about to be married. He decides to
present the daughter with a gift and chooses to give her a fine clock. The negotiation is
ruined before it has even begun. Why? 

The American knew the businesses, but he failed to learn about Chinese culture. Clocks
are associated with death in China and they are an inappropriate gift. The American
insulted the Chinese negotiator and the business relationship was subsequently terminated.7

Many problems can arise when a person negotiates without an appreciation of the differences across
cultures. The example above illustrates how a negotiation can be doomed before it has even begun.
Failing to recognize the importance of differences across the table can ruin relationships. The reason for
failure is that people need to feel appreciated and that they have been acknowledged as a person. Ignoring
culture may anger or hurt the other negotiator and therefore, trust cannot be established.8

Professor Gary Weaver of the School of International Service at American University9 designed the
“Iceberg Analogy of Culture” to describe how cultures collide and the friction that results when a nego-
tiator is not prepared for the collision.10 The iceberg analogy “allows us to identify aspects of all cul-
tures…and consider what happens when people from different cultures come together.”11 The largest part
of the iceberg is the base, the portion that lies below the surface. This represents the internal culture into
which one is born; the values are unconsciously developed by the surrounding environment. The base of
the iceberg is difficult to change because these values have roots extending as deep as the roots of the
Sequoia trees. These values are not seen on the surface and are often hard to reach; they are learned early
and are taken for granted as being a basic part of who one is. Professor Weaver describes this as the pri-
mary culture, and “by understanding values, the base of the iceberg, we can understand behavior.”12

Cross Cultural Negotiation for U.S. NegotiatorsCross Cultural Negotiation for U.S. Negotiators
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In contrast, the tip of the iceberg is the external culture that can be easily changed. Professor Weaver
describes this as one’s secondary culture. The behaviors learned are a result of the groups that one joins
throughout life, such as the military. These groups allow human beings to add to their base of values, thus
allowing humans to share behaviors and beliefs with someone who does not share their primary values.
As an example, a U.S. Air Force pilot will share certain behaviors with a pilot from Jordan because of the
similar training and education each has received. It is important to remember, however, that the second-
ary culture never trumps the primary culture because a person brings his primary culture into every situ-
ation he enters. It may be tempting to use the secondary culture as a way to say that certain people are the
same, but “no two human beings belong to a secondary culture in the same way at the same time, so we are
all unique.”13

In order to appreciate the examples set forth in this chapter, analysis should flow through the levels of
the iceberg. The clock represents a belief for the Chinese negotiator, but in order to understand what
affect it will have on him, his values must be appreciated. Although the tip of the iceberg is significant,
a counterpart will know that the negotiator is not from his culture and the counterpart will allow and
expect a foreign negotiator to make mistakes. To minimize these types of potential missteps, a negotia-
tor may be well served to strive to prepare well enough so as not to offend the counterpart’s deepest held
values. An empathic negotiator will step into his counterpart’s shoes and this will open the door to nego-
tiations. Preparation for the negotiation is key. Preparation includes being sensitive to differences around
the world and doing one’s best to be aware of what makes the other negotiator unique. A good negotiator
is conscious of cultural differences at all times. Forgetting this, even for a moment, can destroy a success-
ful negotiation.  

III. Miscalculating Culture

A U.S. Air Force unit was deployed to Kosovo attempting to get the railroad in order
for commerce to get back on track. The reason it was no longer in operation was
because of disagreement between the Serbians who managed the operation and the
Albanians who worked the trains. After a period of ethnic violence, the two groups
refused to work with one another. The United States went in with an economic point of
view; it was in the country’s best interest for the railroad to run. The Serbian and
Albanian held the point of view that working together was impossible because of the
violence. After days of frustration and impasse, an American saw the Serbians and
Albanians outside enjoying a cigarette break. The two sides were laughing and talking
with one another! The American quickly went over and started a conversation. He asked
why, since they had always been friends, they could talk together, but they couldn’t work
together? He was told that he just did not understand, the violence had torn the groups
apart and to save face in their respective communities, the workers could not work
together in public. It was not a matter of economic efficiency; it was rooted much more
deeply. The Americans assumed that each side held the same values and they did not
appreciate the differences between the cultures.  

How was it resolved? By recognizing this cultural gap and separating the two cultures
instead of grouping them together, the Americans helped the Serbians and the Albanians
set up a system where the Serbians would operate the train in the Serbian area and then
would stop the train as it approached an Albanian area and the Albanians would take over.14

Just as it is unwise to ignore culture, Professors Frank Sander of Harvard Law School and the late
Jeffrey Z. Rubin of Tufts University suggest it is dangerous to inappropriately use cultural stereotypes to
explain all cultural differences.15 Culture is constantly changing; there is no “single” culture.16 Every
member of a group has a unique personality developed by that person’s own individual experiences.
Stereotyping a group means that a negotiator failed to appreciate the person with whom he was negoti-
ating. Professors Sander and Rubin also advance the prospect that although it may seem easier to stereo-
type, the negotiation will be robbed of true success and the other negotiator will be robbed of his indi-
viduality.17 It is important to remember that “you need the other person if you are to reach your goals.”18

Tuning the Harmony Between Negotiation and Culture
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Professor Weaver suggests that generalizing cultures is not necessarily harmful, as long as the negotia-
tor knows that it is a generalization.  Generalizations may be helpful to understand the basics of a cul-
ture, as long as one remembers that, as soon as the generalization is no longer applicable, it should be
discarded. The danger lies in taking these generalizations one step further and engaging in stereotyping.  

Stereotyping is simply not acceptable. The ramifications of stereotyping can severely cripple cross-
cultural negotiations.19 Dr. Weaver proposes that forcing everyone to do one thing in every situation is
just not feasible. Stereotypes are hard to abandon and total panic can ensue when something happens to
defy the stereotype.20 Stereotypes are often “false and misleading . . . and promote unrealistic expecta-
tions.”21

Stereotyping is just as harmful as disregarding culture entirely. The counterpart may become angered,
trust may be sacrificed, and a relationship may not become established. A good negotiator is aware of
cultural differences; negotiating across cultures is not a process of using one set of rules or tactics when
dealing with counterparts from one country while using entirely different tactics for a counterpart from
another country.  Rather, it is recognizing that differences exist, being empathic to those differences and
doing one’s best not to let those differences hinder the negotiation.22 “Culture is not reducible to behav-
ior; to ‘know’ a culture is not to be able to predict each and every act of each and every member of a
group.”23 Stereotypes and the ramifications of stereotyping are discussed more fully in Chapter 6.

IV. Looking Inward to Look Outward – An Emotional Journey

“Know thyself” is an ancient Greek phrase applicable to cross-cultural negotiations because the first
step to preparation is to understand who one is as a person. Professor Weaver suggests that it is neces-
sary for a negotiator to examine his own culture to understand how he has been shaped to look at the
world and solve problems.24 As this chapter proposes, it is easier to understand why a counterpart is
reacting the way he is if one has an understanding of the counterpart’s culture. Similarly, if a negotiator
understands himself, not only will he be able to understand why he reacts how he does but also he will
be able to “anticipate where misunderstandings and conflict will take place when we interact with those who
are culturally different.”25

Training negotiators to be prepared involves teaching them to open their eyes to themselves and the
world.26 If a negotiator learns to take responsibility and control over his own actions, he will gain con-
trol over the negotiation. This control will flow from eliminating questions as to how he will react; he
has addressed himself and therefore he recognizes and avoids bringing in any stereotypes or other rela-
tionship barriers.27

In order to understand why a person is reacting in a certain way, it is important to be aware of person-
al reservations and inhibitions that person may have entering into the negotiation. Some of the situations
a negotiator faces may be risky because he is entering unfamiliar territory The negotiation may consist
of groups, issues, and geographical areas that the negotiator has never yet addressed or encountered. A
negotiator needs to be cognizant of his emotions and what part they will play. For example, nervousness
as a result of these unfamiliar areas may cause one to lose sight of the goals of the negotiation. By first
attempting to tackle the nervousness, a negotiator can use negative emotions as a tool in the negotiation
because it will eliminate a factor that could have taken one by surprise.28 Minimizing potentially harm-
ful factors over which one can exert control will promote successful negotiations.29

Another piece of understanding who one is as a negotiator is understanding what biases and predispo-
sitions that person brings to the table. It is important to remember that biases and predispositions are
not always categorized as negative. For example, humans tend to make concessions for elderly people,

Cross Cultural Negotiation for U.S. Negotiators

Points for negotiations to look inward include:

• How much knowledge do I have about the situation?

• How much experience do I bring?

• What personal attributes do I have that can make this negotiation a success?
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i.e., offering a seat in a crowded place, and men tend to show respect for women by holding open a door.
These kind gestures are also predispositions that one needs to take into consideration before entering a
negotiation.30

There exist many unknown factors when entering into a negotiation; therefore, a negotiator will be
more comfortable when dealing with those situations over which he has control. Assessing one’s biases
and predispositions is something the negotiator can control. By asking why one is reacting in a certain
manner, a person becomes more aware of his own culture and this appreciation helps him understand
what values and beliefs are most important to him.31  A negotiator needs to know how he will react to his
counterpart in their initial meeting, if the counterpart says something the negotiator does not agree with,
or if the counterpart does something to anger the negotiator.32 One’s reactions to all of these situations
could mean the difference between success and failure in a negotiation.  

Every human carries biases and predispositions with him throughout life. These are learned traits and
because they are learned, they can be altered. In order to teach a negotiator how to examine his own bias-
es, ask him to consider the following points: 

By gaining confidence and an understanding of one’s own culture, a negotiator can effectively appre-
ciate his counterpart’s culture. Culture misconceptions tend to arise because of both verbal and nonver-
bal communications.34 In sum, a negotiator who understands how his own communications will be inter-
preted is more able to understand how to interpret his counterpart’s communications.  

V. Goal Assessment

Negotiation training that includes a segment on interest exploration will help negotiators be better pre-
pared because a negotiator who determines exactly what his interests are will be able to prioritize and
possibly create value by considering trade-offs.35 It is important to be aware of what one is attempting to
achieve by this particular negotiation because this will affect choices made during the negotiation. A goal
assessment prepared before a negotiation is a useful tool to assist negotiators. In order to help prioritize,
organizing a list of what is essential to accomplish in the negotiation and a list of items that could be
included, but are not the main goals can help negotiators determine the best way to proceed.  (See
Chapter 10).36

In the negotiation world, personal goals and organizational goals will not always be the same. (See
Chapter 4).37 Further, a study by Jeanne Brett and Tetsushi Okumura suggests that cross-cultural nego-
tiators may possess different ideas regarding personal and organizational goals. Brett and Okumura
hypothesize that some cultures tend to prioritize only goals of the organization for which he is negotiat-
ing, while other cultures value both personal and organizational goals.38 A negotiator who self-reflects

Tuning the Harmony Between Negotiation and Culture

First, a negotiator needs to assess what biases and predispositions he holds. 

• What do you immediately think about when you meet someone who is 

different than you?  

• Are there any benefits to the biases that you hold?  

Second, think about where your biases came from and how they developed.

• If you know where they originate, it will be easier to move on to the next step.  

Third, think about how you can work to change your biases and predispositions.  

Finally, you need to be aware that even after you have identified and worked to change 
your biases, they may resurface if you are provoked or if you let your guard down.

• Consider how you will react if someone who is different than you says or does 
something to anger you; will you revert back to your biases or will you be 
prepared enough to continue on the path to a successful negotiation.33
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will be able to recognize the schema with which he most identifies. He will then understand how the
negotiation may play out by examining the list of goals and being aware of which goals are important
personally and which goals are important to the organization may affect how the negotiation plays out.
Brett and Okumura recommend considering these questions: what needs does one require to be satisfied
for him to be effective in this negotiation and what needs does the organization require for this negotia-
tion to be effective in the long run.39

The goals that are most important personally will usually affect one’s negotiation style. The reason for
this is because one will generally use the negotiation style that will be most effective to accomplish what
one wants. As will be discussed in Chapter 2, there are many styles and negotiation approaches from
which a negotiator may choose.  

It is also vital for a negotiator not to forget the bigger picture: the goals of the organization one repre-
sents. Generally, the sole reason the negotiator is in the negotiation situation is to satisfy his job duties.
The issues to contemplate include whether a continuing relationship needs to be established, how impor-
tant trust is to each side, how much information the organization wants the negotiator to share, how
much information the organization needs the negotiator to glean, and what one’s organization really
needs to accomplish from this negotiation (see Chapters 5, 10, and 15). The goals that the organization
must satisfy will also affect a negotiator’s style.40

A negotiator is usually expected to represent his organization first and himself second.  As explained
in Chapter 8, the goals of the organization combined with the negotiator’s personal goals will define how
much power the negotiator has.41 If the organization’s goals and the negotiator’s goals are aligned, the
negotiator will be more comfortable with zealously negotiating because he will be able to accomplish all
the goals at once. If tension exists between the goals, it is wise to stop and assess the priority of these
conflicting goals and determine which style will best satisfy the most significant priorities. 

One way to proceed is by utilizing checklists. Such checklists and bullet points are a useful way for a
negotiator to assess whether his personal goals and organizational goals are being met. A negotiator may
use the goal list he prepared prior to the negotiation and cross out each goal as it is met while making
an effort to reach goals that have not been addressed.  

VI. Toolbox

Culture is not a single “thing” that can be fully understood.42 Nevertheless, every human being pos-
sesses a unique culture, and when cultures collide, “there is often misunderstanding and conflict caused
by these differences.”43 Therefore, culture needs to be studied and appreciated so that differences can be
mitigated and negotiations can ensue. A negotiator who attempts to learn about his counterpart’s culture
will develop a long lasting relationship with a foundation of trust.  

People vary across cultures. The dangers in using culture to stereotype and over-generalize the coun-
terpart exist because stereotypes will offend the counterpart and destroy the negotiation. Just as the nego-
tiator himself wishes to be respected, the negotiator should respect the person with whom he is negoti-
ating; focusing on the individual will facilitate respect.

A negotiator needs to know who he is and how his world has shaped him before he can attempt to
understand who his counterpart is. By understanding who he is and what he brings to the negotiation, a
negotiator will improve the possibility of a successful negotiation. The prepared negotiator not only
knows his strengths, but he has identified his weaknesses and has taken the steps to overcome them.  

Finally, a good negotiator will assess both his goals and the goals of the organization he represents. The
goals of each will affect the negotiator’s style because style is the key to accomplishing what needs to be
achieved. Tensions that are identified before the negotiation between personal goals and the goals of his
organization will help the negotiator know his limits. A negotiator who has established checkpoints will
be able to assess which goals have been accomplished and which goals still need to be addressed.  
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This chapter includes a discussion of varied negotiation approaches utilized in the

United States and abroad. It also contains a negotiator’s toolbox of behaviors tending

to indicate the negotiation style of the counterpart. Use of these identifiers can help a

negotiator know what to expect and plan how to respond.
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Cross Cultural Negotiation for U.S. Negotiators

I. Introduction

This chapter serves to help the U.S. negotiator to recognize the varied styles of negotiation that are
most often used domestically and abroad. As noted in Chapter 1, the U.S. negotiator can be better pre-
pared to negotiate with any counterpart if he is able to evaluate his idea of negotiation approaches as
well as his basic values. Then, the U.S. negotiator needs to be able to think about and recognize other
common negotiation approaches most often found outside the United States. Once a negotiator is able
to recognize if his negotiating counterpart has a different approach, the negotiator can use that informa-
tion as a clue into the values of the negotiating counterpart, and he can then decide how to best proceed
with the negotiation.

II. Thinking About Negotiation Approaches

When a U.S. negotiator thinks about different types of negotiation, she usually thinks of competitive
versus cooperative styles of negotiation.1 The competitive negotiator is thought of as aggressive, adver-
sarial, and as someone who negotiates by setting out positions.2 The cooperative negotiator often uses
principled or problem-solving techniques, sometimes called “interest-based negotiation.”3 The coopera-
tive negotiator tries to expand the resources available and come up with new ideas to help all parties
become satisfied.  This latter technique is also called collaborative negotiation.4 A classic example of an
interest-based negotiation is when two parties are deciding who will get or how to split the only avail-
able orange. The parties, through collaborative negotiation eventually learn that one person wants the
peel while the other is interested in obtaining the seeds. Once this information is known, the parties can
each have all of the peel and all of the seeds respectively instead of simply splitting the orange, which
they may have done had they not explored each other’s interest in the orange.5

While interest-based negotiation may work in some situations, as will be detailed in Chapter 4, this
type of negotiation style is not always the best approach. Although the ideas in interest-based negotia-
tion encompass many positive features, the underlying principles are embedded in American notions of
what is good and important. It reflects U.S. culture and places value on principles such as fairness, justi-
fiability, equality, and predictability.6 If one is negotiating with a counterpart who does not share, or does
not perceive to share, these underlying values or use these approaches, the interest-based approach may
not be the best way to reach a favorable agreement.7

III. Presumptions Prevalent in U.S. Culture

Listed in this section are just a few presumptions prevalent in U.S. culture that may not be true in every
other culture.  A U.S. negotiator, during his own self-evaluation, should consider if he also holds these
notions:

Time is money.8 People in the United States are often in a hurry and feel that faster is better.9 People
want to be and want others to be “efficient,” believing that being efficient is being good. When a person
is efficient, he can get more done. If one can find a way to consolidate tasks and do something more effi-
ciently, then that is a better way to do just about anything from working to running errands to finding
the quickest route from A to B.

Issues can be separated. If a negotiator’s checklist includes multiple items or issues, the negotiator and
counterpart may be able to resolve some issues but not others. In other words, the issues are not neces-
sarily interconnected. Negotiating counterparts can discuss and come to an agreement and conclusion on
one or more issues regardless of if there is agreement on the others.10 Similarly, U.S. negotiators often like
to discuss one issue at a time. For example, a negotiator may feel it appropriate to negotiate the issue of
laborer wages with the workers even before the final plans of the project are available for the workers to
review. This concept is further developed and evaluated in Chapter 10. 

The individual’s rights and interests are often most prominent. Americans believe that each individual
person is his own person and should be viewed and judged as an individual.11 This ideal is embodied in the
U.S. Constitution in the promise of equal protection for every individual citizen. As individuals, people are
free to make their own choices (within the boundaries of the laws), but a person should not be penalized
for making an unpopular decision. Further, in the United States, people often feel that a person who gets
something done by himself is independent and smart, and those attributes are viewed as positive.12
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Forthright disclosure equals honesty. In the U.S. people often appreciate being told information out-
right or straightforwardly.13 Many subscribe to the common phrase, “it’s not personal, it’s just business,”
thus noting that those in the United States treat other differently depending on whether they encounter
one another in a business or personal setting. The tendency for those in the United States to speak in a
forthright manner stems from the notion that it is easier to fix a problem or address an issue if one is
talking about it openly. To couch or mask information in complex expression can get in the way of effi-
cient communication and leaves room for misinterpretation.

The negotiator at the table should have at least some autonomous authority to commit and make deci-
sions. The idea is that the U.S. negotiator comes to the negotiating table ready to “negotiate.” Inherent
in the term “negotiate” is the authority to make demands as well as concessions.14 This follows from the
idea that parties can only reach an agreement if the people at the table can take such steps and progress
towards that agreement.15

Impasse in negotiation is bad.16 U.S. negotiators are often adverse to impasse in negotiation because
impasse means that the negotiation, and therefore the negotiator, failed. If a negotiator is sent to make
an agreement and when no agreement is made, he may feel that he has failed at his task.

The American way is the best way. There is the cultural idea in the United States that the U.S. way is
the best. Americans think that they have a large influence on other cultures. Thus, once people know how
“we do it in the United States,” they will want to do it that way too.

Conclusion. A negotiator should think about himself after looking at this nonexhaustive list. A nego-
tiator should ask: Do I think these things? Are there other American ideas that I have in addition to these?
Do I expect others and particularly my negotiating counterpart to think this way as well?

After analyzing how one thinks, the negotiator may realize that a negotiating counterpart from anoth-
er culture may not share these ideas and ideals. Thus, the negotiator from another culture may have a dif-
ferent approach to negotiation based on his own ideas and ideals that are inherent to him and his culture.

IV. Presumptions Prevalent in Other Cultures

Below is a non-exhaustive list of negotiation approaches that are found most often outside of the
United States. These differing styles stem from the different ideas and ideals that people throughout the
world hold as core values. Professor Jeanne Brett from Northwestern University identifies cultural val-
ues, norms, and ideologies as elements shaping a negotiator’s strategy.18 Specifically, culture will shape
negotiation strategy because it helps define what the negotiator’s interests are and what negotiating
behavior is acceptable.

Community based.19 The community-based negotiator negotiates using the interests of the community
as his underlying motivator. Here, the word “community” means whatever constituency the negotiator
represents. That is, “community” could mean a negotiator’s family, village, group, tribe, or state. Often
the individual negotiates with the interests of stability and prosperity in the community in mind.
Community acceptance and harmony are an important part of the negotiated agreement. For example,
under a community-based approach, a farmer may not be willing to sell more than a certain portion of
his crop to a military base such that there will be a shortage of crops in the community.

The underlying values in this context include the idea that the good of the community is intertwined
with an individual’s desires.20 Also, that preservation of the community and perhaps their way of life out-
weighs the desire for individual or economic gain.  

Religion/world/moral based. The religious-based negotiator will only come to a negotiated agreement
if such agreement harmonizes with that negotiator’s religious and moral beliefs.21 For example, a herds-
man who believes that it is wrong to eat meat may not be willing to sell his flock for slaughter. These
religious and/or moral principles may be at the forefront or lurk behind a party’s other interests. This
idea of religion in negotiation is covered in depth in chapter 9 of this book.

Ritual. For some cultures, there is a ritual that surrounds a negotiation.22 An example of a negotiation
ritual is haggling. In some cultures, if a person wants to do something as simple as buying a loaf of bread,
that person must participate in the haggling ritual to come to an agreement. If the person does not par-
ticipate in the haggling, then he will either pay too high of a price, or the two sides will not come to an

Varied Negotiation Approaches
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agreement. There are many negotiating rituals, and they are sometimes described as a dance in which the
parties must participate in order to come to an agreement.23

Other examples of rituals may not have such a direct effect on the negotiated outcome as much as it
relates to common courtesy. A ritual in negotiation may be to drink tea or coffee or share a meal with
the negotiating counterpart. These rituals may symbolize the act of having a relationship with one anoth-
er, which may be one of the goals of the negotiating counterpart.

Full proposal. Some negotiators may feel that nothing is settled until everything is settled.  They either
may not want to separate issues from one another or may not want to commit to any issues without com-
mitment on the whole proposal.24 The negotiator may have to jump from topic to topic before settling
on any or all issues.  

Hierarchical. In some cultures and societies, social hierarchy affects a negotiation and its outcome.25 In
a hierarchical society, the negotiator with the higher position and more power may be more likely to dic-
tate the outcome of the negotiation and its terms.26 A negotiator from a hierarchical culture will likely
spend time trying to evaluate which person at the negotiating table has the most power. The concept of
power in negotiation is explored further in Chapter 8.

Saving Face. Some cultures put great importance on “saving face.”27 A negotiator may not agree on an
outcome that makes him ashamed or embarrassed.28 The problem may not be in the terms of the agree-
ment, but how it is framed or how the negotiator will appear in the community.

V. Elements of Negotiation Styles Contrasting with the Predominant U.S. Style

As this chapter has discussed, a U.S. negotiator may have some expectations of her negotiating coun-
terpart based on what a U.S. person perceives to be the common negotiation approaches and procedures.
However, one must keep an open mind as much as possible regarding what the negotiating counterpart
is there to do and what she wants and expects to happen. Culture can play a large role in a negotiator’s
approach, as shown in Charles M. Hampden-Turner and Fons Trompenaars’ Building Cross-Cultural
Competence. This text describes six differing “cultural dimensions” through survey data taken of 46,000
managers from over forty countries.29 Building on these findings, this chapter suggests ways in which a
U.S. negotiator might identify a contrasting “cultural dimension” in her negotiating counterpart.

This section will examine some common non-U.S. negotiation approaches as contrasted with some
common U.S. negotiation approaches. It will also give the negotiator a toolbox of identifiers that are
associated with the contrasting negotiation approach. These identifiers, as well as the knowledge about
the possibility of this type of negotiation and the differences in possible approaches will thus help the
negotiator collect information which he can use to decide how to proceed and behave in the negotiation.

Autonomous authority vs. delegate. A negotiator with autonomous authority has decision-making and
bargaining power whereas a delegate can only give and collect information. A U.S. negotiator is almost
always given some authority to bargain and to commit to an acceptable agreement. It may be, though,
that the negotiation counterpart is a delegate and does not have authority to make concessions, accept
new ideas, or commit to a decision. The delegate can only collect information and take it back to those
who do have such decision-making authority.30

It would be helpful for a negotiator to know whether or not his negotiating counterpart has decision-
making authority or is a delegate. But, a negotiator may not want to ask outright about the extent of the
counterpart’s authority. In such circumstances, the negotiator may be better served looking for cues from
the counterpart. Some of these signals include the use of the word “we” when the negotiator is alone and
references to his superiors. Further, although the U.S. negotiator may not want to ask outright, he may
want to ask interrogative questions about the counterpart’s position and background to get clues as to if
he is in a decision-making role. Also, the negotiator can ask the counterpart to make any decision and
gauge the counterpart’s reaction and response. The negotiator will often be able to figure out if the coun-
terpart has decision-making authority or is a delegate by asking questions and listening. Once the nego-
tiator knows the role of his counterpart, he can negotiate accordingly.

Cross Cultural Negotiation for U.S. Negotiators
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The element of time. Often, a negotiator from the U.S. feels that a negotiated agreement can be reached
quickly, yet can still be a “good” agreement that is both fair and final.31 However, people in some other
cultures may feel that spending time in a negotiation is an element of the ritual that cannot be foregone.32

Some feel that it is only with time that they can start to trust the other party. (See Chapter 4). Others may
feel that a fast agreement is rushed and suspect. In some cultures, individuals feel that the commitment
of time to a negotiation is important and that patience will be rewarded in the end.  A negotiator would
want to know if his counterpart is in the latter category and believes that an appropriate length of time
is essential to the negotiation, thus denoting the counterpart is a “time-based” negotiator.

In order to figure out if a negotiation counterpart is time-based, a negotiator can use his knowledge of
background about the culture or try to figure it out at the beginning of the negotiation. One might find
that a time-based negotiating counterpart will not talk about the “meatier” issues of the negotiation right
away, or even in the first meeting. Building on that, the counterpart may already have scheduled a sec-
ond or a series of meetings. The counterpart may also ask a lot of related, peripheral, or unrelated ques-
tions before discussing the major topics. Figuring out if the negotiating counterpart is time-based is
important because such a negotiator may put off or avoid issues if they are brought up too early in the
negotiation.

Results vs. Method Based. A U.S. negotiator is often considered results based. That is, the outcome is
generally the most important part of the negotiation. A person in the United States might judge how he
did or be judged on how he did in the negotiation based on the negotiated outcome. Other cultures may
feel that the method of the negotiation is just as important, or more important than the negotiated out-
come.33 For example, if the U.S. negotiator has a counterpart who will only haggle, although the U.S.
negotiator may be offering a price the counterpart is willing to accept, the U.S. negotiator may still have
to engage in the haggling “dance” and work towards that acceptable price before the parties will have
an agreement.  This may be true with any counterpart who feels that the negotiating ritual is just as or
more important than the outcome reached.

Research about the commercial culture or negotiation styles of a culture should help the U.S. negotia-
tor determine if the counterpart’s culture includes a negotiating ritual or method that the negotiator
should know to expect. Some face-to-face indicators include the counterpart avoiding commitment for
seemingly no reason or the counterpart wanting something to happen or to be done that is unrelated to
the issues being negotiated. Perhaps it is a cultural ritual to have coffee or a meal while or before nego-
tiating.34 Further, a negotiator should be aware of extreme high and low offers as a sign that there is a
certain negotiating process that needs to occur.35

Individualism vs. Collectivism.36 In the United States, as discussed earlier, there is much importance
placed on the rights and the wants of the individual.37 Further, as discussed, there are some cultures that
place greater value on a group larger than the individual, whether it is the family, the tribe, the commu-
nity, or the state.38 Thus, it would be helpful for the U.S. negotiator to know what the underlying values
of his counterpart are in order to best proceed in the negotiation.

Again, the negotiator should have a general idea about the culture of his negotiating counterpart and
have an idea as to whether this matter will be an issue upon meeting his negotiation counterpart. Still, a
community-based negotiator might signal these values through his conversation in the negotiation. The
counterpart may speak in the plural or in the collective. He may inquire about the negotiator’s family or
constituency. He may ask how the agreement would affect his community. Further, he may want to make
sure that he saves face in the outcome so that he will not have shame in the community.

Unilateral vs. Compartmentalized Negotiators. Depending upon the situation, the U.S. negotiator may
have unilateral authority.  That is, the U.S. negotiator may have the authority to make all of the arrange-
ments and determine all of the details necessary to reach an overarching agreement. The negotiating
counterpart may also have this authority. Conversely, the U.S. negotiator (or his counterpart) may only
have compartmentalized authority to negotiate one or more specific aspects of a larger negotiation.39

Similar to the situation involving delegates, a negotiator would be well served to know the scope of his
counterpart’s authority in order to best proceed.

Varied Negotiation Approaches
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The U.S. negotiator may have a hint the counterpart may engage in compartmentalized negotiating
based on the counterpart’s culture. Still, a negotiator can prepare himself to be able to figure out if the
counterpart has compartmentalized authority by knowing the issues, listening, and asking questions. A
negotiator can tune in to whether or not the counterpart is focusing on specific issues or is asking broad
questions, but only giving answers about some narrow issue. Further, asking personal conversational
questions of a negotiating counterpart and finding out more about his position can help identify if the
counterpart only has compartmentalized authority. For further exploration of this topic, see Chapter 5.

Goal-based vs. Relationship-based.40 As previously discussed, a U.S. negotiator is often goal-based and
believes that there can exist a short-term, mutually acceptable agreement that does not include a prom-
ise of further dealings or protection for the other party. In some cultures, a negotiator may feel that in
order to reach any agreement, there needs to be a long-term relationship in place. He may also feel that
the terms of an agreement must reflect the idea that a long-term relationship is being pursued. A U.S.
negotiator would benefit from knowing if their negotiating counterpart is relationship-based rather than
goal-based, so that they can better negotiate.

The relationship-based counterpart will often ask extensive personal questions about the negotiator
and try to establish a relationship. A negotiator may find himself being invited to participate in social
events and recreational activities. The relationship-based counterpart will probably talk about the future:
future dealings, long-term agreements, and future plans in general. Further, the expectation that there will
be multiple meetings can be a cue that the counterpart may want to take time to get to know a negotia-
tor and build a relationship and establish trust before entering into an agreement.

Verbal vs. Non-Verbal and Straight Forward vs. Issue Avoiders. It is common practice in the United
States to try to explain oneself as much as possible and be as clear as possible in a negotiation situation
so that the best possible solution can be created.41 This would include the idea of an interest-based nego-
tiation in which the negotiating parties are trying to explain their interests so that they can explore new
ideas and new options. However, some cultures may not be so forthcoming simply because it is not cus-
tom or because they do not want to share certain information. Similarly, a negotiating counterpart may
communicate non-verbally or speak in more delicate terms if he feels that it is impolite to be so straight-
forward.42

A negotiator may wish to keep his eyes open for non-verbal cues and be aware of the context of what
is being said.43 This may be important especially in cases in which there is a language barrier and a trans-
lator is used. For example, in some cultures, the type of food served at a meal may reflect the negotia-
tor’s feelings. Fine food may signify respect and cooperativeness, while humble food may reflect ill will
or friction. Even with verbal communication, a negotiator may benefit from paying attention to broad
or vague statements that suggest that something is being veiled either to withhold information or because
the counterpart feels that they cannot say something forthrightly because it is undesirable or rude.44

VI. Conclusion

Being aware that the negotiating counterpart may not share certain core values may affect the U.S.
negotiator’s approach. A negotiator will be well-served to self-evaluate and be open-minded as to the dif-
ferent approaches his counterpart may use.

Preparation is key. Familiarity with both the culture of the negotiating counterpart and the possible
types of negotiation approaches will help the negotiator decipher his counterpart’s negotiation approach.
Figuring out a negotiating counterpart’s approach is knowledge that the negotiator can use to his advan-
tage. Once he can identify the aspects of a counterpart’s negotiation approach, the negotiator can use that
insight to consider the core values of the counterpart. Chapter 3 continues with reciprocation techniques
for the various negotiation approaches discussed in this chapter.
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Chapter 2 Toolbox
Self-Evaluation—
• My basic values make me think that certain things are good, bad, important, or unimportant.
• My values may be different than my counterpart’s.

Be Prepared—
• Have an idea of what kinds of negotiating styles are commonly used in your negotiating 

counterpart’s country/culture.
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A b s t r a c t

This chapter deals with the techniques best employed when faced 

with the negotiation approaches described in the previous chapter.  

Moreover, this chapter will not simply provide a list of techniques or approaches, 

but it also attempts to provide a basis of understanding why 

people in certain cultures act in ways a typical U.S. negotiator finds unfamiliar.

This chapter will also provide a general overview of the benefits of 

reciprocal conduct in negotiations as well as caveats for its use in certain situations.

Chapter 3 

Tit for Tat in the Global Perspective  

Scott Wang



I. Introduction: What is Reciprocity and How Do We Use it? 

According to prominent game theorist Russell Korobkin, the basic idea of reciprocity in negotiation is
the concept of “tit for tat.”1 Tit for tat is a simple concept. When two parties are faced with impasse the
two parties can each begin to lower their asking prices until they reach a point of agreement. Tit for tat,
however, also includes a deeper understanding of negotiations. One might reciprocate various behaviors
or techniques used by a counterpart during the negotiations.2 This chapter aims to teach a negotiator how
to respond to the unfamiliar negotiation techniques described in the previous chapter and succeed in sit-
uations in which simple haggling cannot ensure success. These techniques will be generalized as “recip-
rocation” or “distributional bargaining.” 

Why should a negotiator reciprocate? A detailed examination of the reasons to practice such negotia-
tion behaviors will be given later in this book; however, the short and simple answer is because it works.
Research has been done with both computer models and live negotiators using reciprocal and non-recip-
rocal methods; in most instances the reciprocal method “succeeded”3 relative to the non-reciprocal
method. Even when a specific technique is not employed in a negotiation, the knowledge imparted from
understanding why another negotiator would function in that way is invaluable.4

Reciprocity could be described as a simple list of techniques to be used when faced with an unfamiliar
negotiation style.5 This definition, however, just scratches the surface of the word’s meaning. To be truly
reciprocal, a negotiator must not only be prepared to act in a way that will best conform to the oppos-
ing negotiator’s style but also be able to respond properly and intelligently to the other negotiator’s needs
and values.6 This chapter will suggest possible courses of action for the U.S. negotiator, and it also
attempts to give insights and reasons as to why a person acts in a certain way, other than to attribute the
counterpart’s action to “culture.”

The chapter consists of two parts. The first part will cover exactly what is meant when one is asked to
reciprocate. The second part will contain an overview of the negotiation styles covered previously and
suggestions as to how best to reciprocate in the context of these styles.

II. What is Reciprocity or How Not to do it Like Michael Keaton?

The movie Gung Ho7 contains a classic depiction of a culture clash in the business world and is a good
illustration for understanding the concepts this chapter tries to teach. In this movie, a Japanese conglom-
erate comes to the United States in order to operate a failing automobile factory. Quickly, culture clash-
es erupt leading to some clear examples of what not to do when negotiating with a counterpart employ-
ing a different negotiation style. 

In the movie, the Japanese executives are greeted at the airport with a ceremony that is meant to
impress them with an American embrace of Japanese culture. The ceremony, however, fails as women
dressed in poor imitations of kimonos and little kids running around in karate uniforms confuse surface
observation with actual understanding. The Japanese delegation is not only bewildered but also confused
by the hodgepodge of conflicting cultural norms represented in the spectacle. 

Later in the movie, Keaton’s character enters negotiations by himself with all of the Japanese executives.
What happened in the negotiation will be discussed later, but the negotiation begins to go awry because
neither party clearly understands the goals of the negotiation. Ultimately, the relationship between the par-
ties comes under serious jeopardy, not from lack of trying, but from lack of true understanding. 

Only after both parties make an effort to understand the motivations of the other can there be true
compromise, leading to the development of a successful relationship. This chapter’s goal is to ensure the
negotiator’s most important task will be to properly react to the negotiating counterpart’s goals and
actions. Certainly, surface perceptions and behaviors matter in the course of a negotiation.* However, it
is also true that in successful negotiations, the parties understand their own and their counterpart’s moti-
vations.8 A successful negotiator will understand why another negotiator acts in a certain way and how
best to react in a manner that will benefit the negotiation as a whole.  
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* This author was once slapped in the face by a sales woman while haggling for the price of Jade in China.  At
one point in the negotiation, this author offered what he believed to be a reasonable price of 250 Chinese Yuan.
Unbeknownst to him, this price had two significant meanings in China: 1) the author was calling the other person
an idiot, or 2) the author was attempting to solicit a prostitute. 
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A. How Reciprocation Works 

The problems facing a negotiator when trying to reach an agreement with someone from another cul-
ture are many fold. Not only are there communication problems but also there are behavioral differences
that can lead to misunderstandings. These misunderstandings might affect the terms to be agreed upon
or even confuse the parties as to what the negotiation actually encompasses. Often, this lack of under-
standing will lead to frustration.9 This frustration can lead to impasse or possibly worse, a poorly drafted
agreement. In either event, the relationship between the two parties is often soured under such circumstances.10

Reciprocating behavior in order to help communication between parties often consists of an explo-
ration of what the other party may be “over or under communicating.”11 This type of communication
can involve too much gesturing or improperly communicating information to the wrong parties.
Understanding how the other party communicates will help in not only assisting the parties to maintain
proper decorum but also in assisting the parties to retain information that should or should not be shared
with the other parties at an improper time.12 (See Chapter 11).

To be able to understand and respond to another’s negotiation style is also vital. As seen in the preced-
ing chapter, sometimes another negotiator is not at the table to reach an agreement, but to nurture a rela-
tionship. In other cases, the pace of the talks or the negotiators themselves may appear to serve as a hin-
drance to an unprepared negotiator. Understanding the reasons for such behaviors, as well as the prop-
er responses, not only helps to reduce animosity between parties but also helps ensure that both parties
reach satisfactory conclusions to the negotiations.

Another important reason to reciprocate, especially when representing the United States, is because it
may symbolize a gesture of politeness and a willingness to cooperate. Greeting someone in the native lan-
guage or manner can immediately place a counterpart at ease. This is more important when considering
that the majority of counterparts will be at a disadvantage based on the United States’ current global
dominance. In these cases, it is always better for the party with greater bargaining power to show an abil-
ity to learn and accept the needs and practices of the counterpart. (See Chapter 8).  

Finally, even if a negotiator does not use any of the techniques suggested in the second half of this chap-
ter, simply understanding the reasoning behind some behaviors may help to alleviate the primary danger
a Western negotiator faces in a cross-cultural negotiation—an expectation the Western negotiator will
become easily aggravated.13 Some counterparts rely on or inadvertently cause the “emotional” Western
negotiator aggravation to gain a strategic advantage. There are many stories of negotiators going to a
country, becoming frustrated with either the communications they were receiving or the progress they
were making before leaving in a hurry. The negotiator would then receive a last minute offer at the air-
port, an offer not to be refused if the Western negotiator hoped to reach an agreement at all.14

B. Times Not to Reciprocate

Although reciprocation is often considered an integral part of any cross-cultural negotiation, there are
times when an act of reciprocation may not be appropriate. In this era of modern telecommunications
and rapid globalization, sometimes the best method of reciprocation is simply to stick with what one
knows best.15 Even when not acting reciprocally, a negotiator will be best served to respond to substan-
tive demands with an understanding of why a demand is made and what significance such a demand may
have outside the normal context of what a typical negotiator from the United States would consider dur-
ing the negotiation. 

Whether or not the negotiator should reciprocate will depend on the context of the discussions.  Is the
factory owner sitting opposite to a Harvard educated businessman or a local leader heavily influenced by
the needs of the local community? Is gifting a clock to the daughter of the counterpart or potentially dis-
rupting the neighborhood children a source of concern? Northwestern Professor Jeanne Brett has pro-
scribed a posture of constantly acting in the way that the opposite party is expected to act culturally;16

however, Law Professor Daniel C.K. Chow from The Ohio State University Moritz College of Law has
countered this point by noting the differences that are present between individual parties even within the
same culture.17 Because of this, approaching each situation without any preconceived notions will help
the negotiator best assess the progress and course of the negotiations. Some techniques that will be sug-
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gested may insult a businessman who shares the same values as the Western negotiator, but a tribal leader
may have concerns far outside the scope for which the U.S. negotiator is prepared. 

How does the negotiator determine the proper time to act? The answer often lies in preparation. As
will be stressed throughout this chapter and this book, thorough preparation is one of the best tools a
person can have when entering a negotiation. Proper research will allow a negotiator to discover the
counterpart’s cultural history, concerns present within the counterpart’s community, and other important
background information. Unfortunately, the reality is that thorough preparation is often not possible.

A detailed cultural examination is certainly not a requirement for a successful negotiation. However,
gaining an understanding in the basics of the counterpart’s cultural history and possible motivations does
alleviate many difficulties arising in the initial stages of a cross-cultural negotiation. Such understanding
can also lead to building a relationship between the involved parties and provide for a smoother negotiation. 

The next part of this chapter will discuss various individual styles that are practiced throughout the
myriad of cultures in the world, yet the list is by no means exhaustive. When negotiating, it is best to
keep an open mind for the unexpected; a new style of negotiating might need to be dissected or the coun-
terpart may display a list of priorities with items far out of the realm of the negotiation. The key to deal-
ing with the unexpected is to honestly and openly explore the needs of the other party, no matter how
unexpected those needs may be. 

III. Reciprocating When Negotiating With Non-Western Negotiators

A. Autonomous Authority/Delegated Authority 

The U.S. negotiator may believe the parties at the table have the power to reach an agreement. Both
participants, though they may be only the delegates of the true interested parties, appear to have the
power to come to an agreement at that sitting. What happens then, when one party appears to never
make a decision, or always puts an agreement off for another time?

The concept of the negotiator as a delegate, while prevalent in many cultures, is commonly thought to
be a Chinese-style negotiation.18 In this situation, a delegate often comes to the negotiation table and
makes the initial inquiries and demands while refusing to make any decisions pertaining to the actual
agreement. In doing so, the delegate still asks the opposite party to make concessions and demands.
Oftentimes, the delegates will respond to questions with questions and refuse to give a firm answer as to
their position within the negotiation. Only later, typically at a dinner or other social event, does the party
or parties with decision-making authority appear, usually making a very quick offer.19

Patience is paramount when negotiating with such delegates. A major conceptual advantage often
gained by delegates because of the frustration exhibited by a counterpart ready and able to make bind-
ing decisions facing someone refusing to do so or, even worse, unable to do so.20 Due to this frustration,
the U.S. negotiator is likely to resort to such actions as giving final offers or making significant conces-
sions in hopes of reaching an agreement.21
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Autonomous Authority vs. Delegate

Toolbox Identifiers: Reciprocation Techniques:

• Use of the word “we”

• The counterpart’s unwillingness to make
commitments or decisions, even small ones

• Look for cues regarding the counterpart’s   
position   

• Patience

• Don’t make firm offers

• Don’t reveal too much information

24
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Limiting the amount of information given out during the early stages of a negotiation is also impor-
tant when dealing with suspected delegates. The purposes for which delegates are used are often as infor-
mation gatherers. They are asked to find the boundaries of a negotiation so that the person with actual
authority need not spend much time at the negotiation table and can make a quick offer.22 By limiting the
information that is offered before the true authority arrives allows both parties to be positioned at a more
level playing field when dealing with each other.  

B. The Elements of Time

In the Vietnam War Era and during the Paris Peace Accords negotiations, there was a common theme
that helped to hamper the success of negotiations between the Vietnamese and Western parties. The
Western negotiators would come to a city and make hotel reservations for a few weeks at most. The
Vietnamese negotiators would come to a city, bring their children and families, and sometimes even buy
houses in preparation for the negotiations.23 As seen by these arrangements, the parties did not share a
similar sense of time, and the resulting negotiations ended at impasse.24

Preparation is paramount when the negotiator is potentially facing a counterpart that is less focused
on deadlines then the U.S. negotiator.  The primary danger is running out of time due to either self
imposed deadlines or, in the case of the example above, running out of places to live.25 Such a situation
can lead to poorly reasoned offers in an attempt to come to a quick agreement. In the negotiation itself,
it is important that the U.S. negotiator try not to propose deadlines or make any such deadlines known.
These types of deadlines may be either unimportant to the counterpart or make the typical U.S. negotia-
tor vulnerable to the “11th hour” proposal.26

Other key tactics that might be used are to ensure that indirect questions being asked by the counter-
part are reciprocated; oftentimes, non-urgent negotiators are also relationship-based negotiators. A nego-
tiator may be best served to avoid focusing on the counterpart’s issue avoidance; rather, the negotiator
could to try to develop a relationship that would allow for a frank and clear discussion about the issues
that are on the table.

Elements of time can also affect negotiations in another way. For example, South American negotia-
tors have been known to arrive at a meeting several hours late.27 Although there is usually no intent to
insult or annoy the negotiator, the party arriving on time is often angered and enters the negotiations with
a negative mindset.  If this occurs, the chances of reaching a mutually-acceptable agreement are lessened.
Preparation leading to an expectation of lateness can help soothe any adverse reactions a culturally
diverse negotiator may have. 

C. Results vs. Method Based Negotiations

Individuals in some cultures place greater emphasis on the process of bargaining rather than the end
result of the negotiations.  For example, in an Arab country, a U.S. negotiator offers to buy bread for ten
dollars, and the counterpart makes an outlandish counteroffer of thirty dollars. Eventually, the parties
agree on a price of twenty dollars, but only after incremental concessions made by each side. If the U.S.
negotiator had originally proposed to his counterpart an offer of twenty dollars and stuck with this price,
the deal would have never taken place. This is the haggle, a process relatively uncommon in the United
States, but a part of life in many places throughout the world.  

The Element of Time – Shorter vs. Longer Negotiation

Toolbox Identifiers: Reciprocation Techniques:

• Multiple scheduled meetings

• Cues from accommodations scheduled

• Avoidance or assertion of issues in
initial meetings

• Don’t propose deadlines or timelines

• Reciprocate unrelated or personal questions

• Try to avoid external time constraints



When faced with a counterpart wanting and needing to haggle, having a clear picture of where the end-
point of the negotiation should be is key. Once the U.S. negotiator understands where the negotiation
should end, the negotiator can offer a point to begin the negotiation and incrementally change with the
goal in mind. In simple purchase transactions, the seller almost always has the advantage. Theoretically,
there is no upper limit at which to start the sell price, but there is a lower limit, i.e. $0.00, at which to
set the purchase price. Regardless, the key is to “go with the flow,” paying attention to how the negoti-
ation is proceeding and responding to larger or small concessions appropriately in order to reach the goal
already in mind.

A modern and global example of the method-based negotiation style was exhibited when the United
States attempted to negotiate for staging areas when preparing for the invasion of Afghanistan. During
negotiations for these areas with Pakistan and Turkey, the United States not only gave too much infor-
mation on the importance of these places but also disclosed the maximum concessions they were willing
to make in order to obtain these areas.28 Unfortunately, although such disclosures may be typical of a
straight forward “get it all on the table” style of negotiation, the other groups simply did not accept the
offers as maximums. Instead, the negotiations became pained and the Secretary of State at the time, Colin
Powell, was placed in a difficult situation when trying to secure these staging areas.29

D. Individualist vs. Collectivist

As noted in the previous chapter, people in some cultures place greater weight on the needs of the com-
munity than people in other cultures.  In Bengal, for example, a poor woman becomes impregnated by a
rich man belonging to a different faith. The community outcry is quick, and the woman’s community
demanded reparation when the man refused to marry the woman.30 In the ensuing negotiations, the man’s
family offers the woman’s family more then adequate financial compensation; however, the woman’s
family refuses. The woman’s family preferred to seek a criminal “trial,” but ultimately the parties
employed the help of a mediator, who fined the young man and ordered reparations.31

Often, the U.S. negotiator will be faced with a counterpart that, appearing and acting autonomously,
must bow to the needs of the community. In these situations it is important to let the opposing negotia-
tor express all the concerns that may be facing him, instead of only the concerns discussed at the nego-
tiating table. In fact, the U.S. negotiator may wish to ask about the counterpart’s community’s needs and
concerns. In many cases, helping to satisfy the needs of the community with a small gesture may lead to
a better agreement. 

Presenting a willingness to discuss a person’s own community’s needs may also be beneficial for the
negotiation. By showing the counterpart how the negotiator’s community will be affected by the negoti-
ations at hand, the U.S. negotiator is able to relate by showing a similar degree of respect for the com-
munity. For example, there are cultures in the world, such as the African Bushmen, where the acknowl-
edgement of individual concerns is often absent. This concept applies even when framing issues to a
tribesman who may be negotiating for something that would only affect himself. Even in this situation,
the tribesman will speak in a manner signifying the needs for the entire community.32 In these situations,
expressions of self may be alien to the counterpart, and this lack of understanding does not promote the
type of result for which the negotiator hoped.  
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Results vs. Method-Based Negotiation

Toolbox Identifiers: Reciprocation Techniques:

• Extreme opening offer and use of incremental  
bargaining

• Evaluate if the counterpart shows more 
concern for procedure or the issues

• Know your endpoint

• Start high or low and monitor progression

• Go with the flow
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Finally, it is also important to keep in mind how the resulting agreement could affect the community.
Depending on the particular negotiation, the U.S. negotiator may be well served to discuss such an effect
based either on the agreement as a whole or as particular issues. Maximizing or minimizing these cumu-
lative and tertiary effects can be vital. 

E. Unilateral vs. Compartmentalized

If the U.S. negotiator believes his counterparts are compartmentalized negotiators responsible for only
small slivers of the negotiation, the negotiator may be best served by limiting the information revealed to
the different negotiators.  Often, the compartmentalized negotiators have an advantage when facing a
unilateral negotiator because the unilateral negotiator may inadvertently disclose too much information,
not recognizing the counterpart is only focused on a small part of the agreement.33 Such compartmental-
ized negotiators often do not focus on time deadlines, and they may insist on dealing over the course of
multiple scheduled meetings. 

When faced with such a style, defining the exact boundaries of the specific negotiation with the coun-
terpart is vital. Such boundaries help to limit the amount of information that he should reveal at that
instant. Typically such behavior is better suited for “zero sum” negotiators because collaborative nego-
tiators may find it difficult to reach an optimal agreement when not being able to consider all the points
as a whole in the agreement.34 If this is the case, it may be proper to ask for a counterpart with more
authority to negotiate a total agreement. This is especially true when the negotiation style presented also
combines with the delegated authority style covered previously. 

F. Goal vs. Relationship-Based Negotiation 

As noted in the previous chapter, negotiators in different cultures place different amounts of emphasis
on building a relationship with the parties to a negotiation. Up until the late 1990’s China did not have
a universal contract law similar to the Uniform Commercial Code of the United States.35 Why did Chinese
law contain such a glaring omission of what is a vital piece of law in the United States? The simple answer
is that some Chinese have a different concept of what constitutes a contract than an American does. For
some Chinese, it is understood that once an agreement is reached, it is generally an understanding by the
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Individualist vs. Collectivist

Toolbox Identifiers for Collectivism: Reciprocation Techniques:

• Speaking in the collective

• Questions about your constituency

• Concern for where something is going/
coming from

• Saving face 

• Ask about the needs of the community

• Consider the effects of a negotiated agreement

• Consider the full agreement

Unilateral vs. Compartmentalized

Toolbox Identifiers: Reciprocation Techniques:

• Inquire about your counterpart’s position   
or authority

• Listen for focused conversation

• Counterpart asks broad questions but gives 
answers or details on one or few subjects  

• Don’t volunteer information

• Set boundaries for that specific negotiation

• Ask for a person with more authority



parties to start a relationship.36 To this day, a large part of the accusations that the Chinese are simply in
business to con Americans out of investment money is a result of the lack of mutual understanding that
occurs when two parties sign a contract.37

In these types of negotiations, the personal relationship between the parties is more important than any
agreement that may be reached. The U.S. negotiator’s first priority in this type of negotiation is to under-
stand the goal of the relationship. To meet such ends, it is important to build a rapport with the coun-
terpart and try to join in social outings or other activities that may be proposed. 

It is also important that the U.S. negotiator not be afraid to ask questions of the counterpart. The coun-
terpart may have unspoken issues with either the negotiator or the party the negotiator represents.38

Indeed, the counterpart may not directly state his disagreement with a particular issue, but he may not
agree with the U.S. negotiator’s proposal. Instead, the counterpart might make remarks or offer points
that are not related to the issue at hand and may be seen as a crumb trail to the larger issues.39 Following
these breadcrumbs and resolving any issues that lay at the end of the path can certainly help to form a
better relationship between the parties. The key is building a trusting relationship, and this does not hap-
pen when there are unspoken issues remaining in the background. 

Resolving personal issues is even more important when, as covered in other portions of this book, ani-
mosity exists toward Americans in general. When there are deep-seated emotions involving the parties,
emotional outbursts may occur.  Instead of trying to avoid these outbursts, a negotiator might try to
understand them and resolve them. It must be remembered that in the end, the counterpart is a person
who wants to benefit from the relationship offered or hopes that the community will benefit from it.
Sometimes, the only thing standing in the way of starting a lasting relationship is letting the counterpart
get preexisting issues off his proverbial chest.

G. Verbal vs. Non-Verbal, Straight Forward vs. Issue Avoidance, Singular vs. Collective

As promised, this discussion returns to the movie Gung Ho. In Gung Ho, there is a scene in which
Michael Keaton’s character enters into an employment negotiation with several Japanese executives.
Throughout the scene there are a number of less-than-subtle behaviors that are exhibited and categori-
cally ignored by Keaton. 

The first behavior is the body language exhibited by the parties. The executives sit and stay in posi-
tions that can be described as very closed, while Keaton is extremely open and makes extremely large
gestures throughout the scene. Secondly, the Japanese executives mask their true desires for Keaton’s
employment by stating a variety of conditions meant to imply the true aim of the contract.  Keaton,
instead, directly states what he understands the contract to mean. Finally, during the negotiation, he asks
the executives, “Is a frog’s ass water tight?” The response is formulated only after discussion by all the
executives and is stated in a way that gives no absolute answer. 
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Goal vs. Relationship-Based Negotiation
Toolbox Identifiers for Relationship-Based: Reciprocation Techniques:

• Counterpart wants to do social activities

• Counterpart asks personal questions

• Counterpart wants to meet multiple times

• Counterpart talks about the future

• Focus on relationship goals

• Build a rapport

• Don’t be afraid to ask questions

• Anger is not necessarily bad
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Though the previous example is meant to be comedic, it can be understood that examples such as this
are also frequently found in practice and frequently hurt negotiations because of misunderstanding.
Improper gestures may be considered offensive, issues may not be discussed in a way that lets both par-
ties understand what is truly being negotiated, and collectivist behavior may serve to frustrate individu-
alist Western negotiators. 

The obvious solution as to the above problem concerning body language is simple, i.e., avoid excess
movements.40 It is usually recommended for a negotiator to try to find a comfortable position from which
to sit or otherwise participate and to stay in that position. Traditional methods of communication such
as pointing, giving a “thumbs up,” or even nodding all have vastly different meanings depending on the
listener.41 Although the counterpart may excuse an inadvertent, insulting gesture, it is still in the typical
U.S. negotiator’s best interest to keep non-verbal communication to a minimum. 

To reciprocate indirect communication is much more difficult. When dealing with such an indirect
negotiation style, simple communication may not be enough to establish a true meeting of the minds.
Paying attention to statements or suggestions that may not be relevant to the issue at hand might help to
ensure a closer understanding of what the counterpart desires. However, demanding an explicit statement
may be inappropriate. Such behavior can lead to the counterpart feeling uncomfortable or even threat-
ened. Instead, as in a relationship-based negotiation, it may be better to respond with questions in order
to help develop what is being suggested. 

Collectivism is also a style that can be extremely unfamiliar to a typical U.S. negotiator. The collective
nature of the group, and the fact that the negotiator must deal with the group as a whole, is something
that must be recognized. Patience is also needed in these negotiations. Instead of instant personal deci-
sions, the typical U.S. negotiator may encounter a counterpart who answers the negotiator’s questions
with additional questions or statements that are not firm.  In any event, if progress is made during the
negotiations, the U.S. negotiator should accept this progress without worrying about not meeting self-
imposed goals.   

IV. Conclusion

The varied goals and techniques of negotiation can be vastly different across cultures. The previous
examination of a few major negotiation styles is by no means complete nor will the suggested techniques
offered to deal with the styles be a “cure all” that will work in all situations. Instead, the running theme
of this chapter is one of understanding, preparation, and willingness to explore. Each negotiation starts
at a point at which both parties wish to achieve something positive, and the main question is: “What is
considered positive?” In order to best function and achieve a party’s goals for a negotiation, the interna-
tional negotiator must be willing to accept that the traditional, U.S. style may not be the best for the sit-
uation.  Furthermore, adapting to another style may not only lead to better communication but also to
insight as to exactly what issues are more or less valuable to other parties.  
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Verbal vs. Nonverbal and Straight Forward vs. Issue Avoidance

Toolbox Identifiers: Reciprocation Techniques:

• Look as well as listen

• Politeness may be covering for something the 
counterpart is not willing to say outright

• Evaluate intra-party communications for cues

• Be careful of physicality

• Speak in general overtones

• Leave points open
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